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Introduction 
 
Despite the relative decline in U.S. teen 
pregnancy rates in recent decades (Singh & 
Darroch, 2000), a high percentage of 
students continue to be at risk for 
unintended pregnancy (Warren et al., 1998). 
In the United States, over one million 
teenage girls become pregnant annually 
(Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994). Of the 
total pregnancies reported, five out of every 
six are said to be unintended (Trussel, 
1988), suggesting that one out of six may 
actually intend to become pregnant. Stanton, 
Black, Kaljee, & Ricardo (1993) suggest 
that while adolescents do not think that 
acquiring condoms was a problem, two-
thirds of sexually active teens reported never 
using contraception (Scales, 1987). To some 
adolescents, parenthood may be a viable and 
attractive alternative to school and work. 
This is especially true of younger 
adolescents and those from lower 
socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds 
(Geronimous & Korenman, 1992), as well as 
adolescents who have a history of sexual 
abuse (Lanz, 1995).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This study explores the 
relationship between future 
orientation and teens’ attitudes 
about pregnancy and avoidance 
behaviors. Participants were 91 
adolescents, ages 15-19, 
surveyed using measures 
developed for this study that 
examined future orientation, 
attitudes to avoiding pregnancy, 
child-rearing responsibility, and 
perceptions about teen 
parenting. The results suggested 
that finishing high school was 
important in predicting a desire 
to avoid pregnancy. The 
perception that a teen 
pregnancy would make it 
difficult to achieve post-high 
school educational goals, 
specifically a college education, 
was also found to be important.  
Implications for school 
counselors and mental health 
professionals are discussed.  
Issues specific to non college-
bound students are addressed. 
 
 
 
 
Correspondence concerning this manuscript 
should be addressed to Cheryl L. Somers, 345 
College of Education, Wayne State University 
Detroit, MI 48202; c.somers@wayne.edu.  
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 About 77% of all births among women 
under age 20 occured to those with family 
incomes significantly less than the poverty 
level (Trussel, 1988). A majority of teen 
mothers in this study were raised in single 
parent homes and received public aid.  
 Although teens that come from a low 
income-level family are the group most 
likely to get pregnant, teens at every SES 
level have reported pregnancies. Teen 
pregnancy has negative outcomes for all 
groups of people. For example, Baber 
(1994) concluded that teenage pregnancy is 
related to poor perinatal outcomes, low 
educational achievement, unemployment, 
welfare dependency, repeat pregnancy, 
parenting problems, marital discord, and 
greater likelihood of divorce. Several studies 
focused on the negative consequences to the 
children of teen parents. For example, 
children of teens were more likely to die as 
infants (Geronimous, 1987), grow up in 
poverty (Geronimous & Korenman, 1992), 
and experience problems in school and drop 
out (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan, 
1987).  
 Despite these negative consequences, the 
factors which lead teens to become pregnant 
remain somewhat unclear. Adolescence is a 
time of curiosity and experimentation, as 
well as a time to form identities and become 
independent and autonomous. However, this 
quest can lead to risk-taking behaviors that 
often involve fearlessness and excessive 
self-centeredness (Adams & Gullotta, 1989). 
Students may be bored in school or lack the 
feeling of achievement. Some students may 
not even perceive a need for education. 
Christopher and Roosa (1990), for example, 
evaluated a sexual abstinence program and 
found that dropouts expected to have sex on 
the average of four years earlier than those 
students who completed the abstinence 
program. This suggests that students who 
lack incentive to stay in school are also more 
likely to engage in risk behaviors that may 
lead to teen pregnancy. A lack of orientation 
toward the future, including having plans 
and goals, is likely an important predictor of 
motivation to avoid pregnancy. Gordon 
(1996) suggested that "[t]he combination of 
low academic achievement leading to a 
desire to drop out of school, low 
socioeconomic status, and lack of available 
jobs may lead to pregnancy as the only 
responsible solution." 
 There seems to be a positive relationship 
between the number of years of school that a 
student completes and the use of contraception 
(Wyn, Loewen, Delmore, & Busca, 1998). If a 
student has little or no orientation to his/her 
future, he/she may not avoid those behaviors 
that often impede school completion. In fact, 
one study revealed that 43% of 730 urban 
teens could not determine whether an 
unexpected pregnancy at this point would 
negatively or positively impact their lives 
(Freeman et al., 1980). Medora & von der 
Hellen (1997) speculated that teens who avoid 
pregnancy "may be more goal oriented, with a 
stronger sense of their future, and therefore 
may not idealize romantic relationships, 
pregnancy, and motherhood as do the pregnant 
and parenting teens (Medora & von der 
Hellen, 1997)." 
 Thirty years ago, it was suggested that 
those youths who were focused on 
achievement tended to work toward those 
goals and avoid behaviors that would 
prevent attainment of those goals (Hirschi, 
1969). More currently, DiBlasio and Benda 
(1994) suggested that youths who bonded 
with their parents adopted their parents' 
values of achievement and commitment to 
conventional behavior, and that weak 
commitment to future goals was a factor in 
selecting peer groups who were sexually 
active. Additionally, according to Gordon 
(1996), the relationship between life goals 
and avoidance of pregnancy and/or 
abstinence must be considered if we want to 
reduce the number of intended teen 
MCA ● Dimensions of Counseling ● 31:1 ● February 2003 18 
 
pregnancies. Because teen pregnancy is 
linked to less educational attainment, it is 
important for school personnel to understand 
what motivates teens to avoid pregnancy.  
 The purpose of the current study was to 
explore the relationship between future 
orientation (defined as future plans and 
goals) and students’ attitudes about teen 
pregnancy, parenting and students’ 
behaviors involved with avoidance of teen 
pregnancy. Specifically, the research 
investigated the impact of adolescent future 
orientation on three variables: 1) self-
perceived levels of child-rearing 
responsibility and readiness, 2) attitudes 
toward avoiding pregnancy, and                  
3) perceptions about what it would be like to 
be a teen parent. Additional attitudes toward 
and intentions to avoid teen pregnancy such 
as were also evaluated. It was expected that 
those students who planned on completing 
school and continuing their education would 
be less likely to desire teen pregnancy and 
be more likely to use consistent 
contraception in order to avoid a teen 
pregnancy. Implications are discussed for 
those who work directly with adolescents in 
these most impressionable years of 
development. 
 
Method 
 
Participants 
Participants were 91 adolescents (25 males 
and 66 females), ages 15-19 (mean 
age=17.01), from two suburban high schools 
in the Midwest. They were 90% Caucasian 
and10% Latino, and primarily middle class 
as indicated by few free or reduced lunches. 
Students were enrolled in child development 
and health classes and 62% reported having 
engaged in sexual intercourse.  
 
Measures 
Measures were created for the purpose of 
this research. At the time of this data 
collection, the authors were either unaware 
of other established measures or unable to 
obtain them. A total of 12 items were 
included in the four subscales of 1) Future 
orientation 2) Child-rearing responsibility 3) 
Attitudes towards avoiding pregnancy, and 
4) Perceptions about teen parenting. For all 
measures, participants used a five-point 
scale with the following response options: 
1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=not sure, 
4=agree, and 5=strongly agree. For all 
measures, after reverse coding for consistent 
directionality, scores were summed and 
higher scores reflected more desirable 
attitudes and behaviors. Both Cronbach's 
alpha and Spearman-Brown corrections 
were calculated for each subscale. In this 
case, the Spearman-Brown Prophecy 
Formula projects internal consistency, 
assuming the total number of items per 
subscale is 12. Coefficients are included in 
their respective instrument descriptions 
below.  
 
Future orientation. Future orientation, the 
independent variable, consisted of the 
following four items: 1) finishing high 
school is important to me; 2) I am planning 
on furthering my education after high 
school; 3) I believe that having a child 
would make it harder for me to graduate 
high school; 4) I believe that having a child 
would make it harder for me to attend 
college. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
for the current sample was .55. The 
Spearman-Brown correction was .81. 
However, the items were treated as four 
separate independent variables in the 
analyses. 
 
Child-rearing responsibility. This dependent 
measure was designed to tap teens’ self-
perceptions of their levels of responsibility 
to rear children at this point in their lives. 
Three items were included: 1) I believe that 
I am responsible enough to be a parent right 
now; 2) I am financially secure enough to be 
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a parent right now; 3) I do not know enough 
about being a parent at this time. Cronbach’s 
alpha was .78 for the sample. The 
Spearman-Brown correction was .93. 
Results 
 
Means and standard deviations of all 
variables are presented in Table 1. 
Correlation coefficients among variables are 
presented in Table 2. A separate hierarchical 
multiple regression analysis was run for 
each of the dependent measures and 
individual items for the sample as a whole. 
The four future orientation items were 
entered as criterion variables for each 
analysis. Gender analyses were not done due 
to the small male sample size. However, 
one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
revealed no significant gender difference in 
the total future orientation subscale, or in 
three of the items. On the item "I am 
planning on furthering my education after 
high school", females' scores were slightly 
higher than males (4.45 versus 3.96, 
respectively) (F=3.97, df=1, 89; p=.049). 
 
Attitudes toward avoiding pregnancy. This 
dependent measure was designed to tap 
teens’ feelings about becoming teen parents 
themselves. Three items were included: 1) I 
would like to become pregnant/my girlfriend 
to become pregnant; 2) It would be awful if 
I/my girlfriend got pregnant; 3) It is very 
important to me to use contraceptives to 
protect myself from pregnancy. Cronbach’s 
alpha was .53 for the sample. The 
Spearman-Brown correction was .81. 
 
Perceptions about teen parenting. This 
dependent measure was designed to tap 
teens’ perceptions of how they would fare if 
they were to experience a teen pregnancy. 
Two items were included: 1) If I/my 
girlfriend were pregnant, I would be able to 
care for my child myself; 2) I would still 
have a good marriage and family life if I had 
a child as a teenager. Cronbach’s alpha was 
.59 for the sample. The Spearman-Brown 
correction was .90. 
 
Table 1: Means and Standard 
Deviations of Primary Variables 
 M SD 
Future Orientation measures 
Importance of finishing high school 4.86 .38 
Intentions to pursue post high school 
education 
4.32 1.07 
Perceived interference of pregnancy 
with high school completion 
4.54 .91 
Perceived interference of pregnancy 
with college attendance 
4.47 .77 
Dependent measures 
Child-rearing responsibility (2 items) 8.63 1.56 
Attitudes toward avoiding pregnancy (3 
items) 
12.72 2.25 
Perceptions about teen parenting (3 
items) 
7.65 1.74 
 
Other attitudes toward teen pregnancy and 
intentions to avoid teen pregnancy. An 
additional seven items which were not 
included in the above subscales were 
analyzed as individual dependent variables. 
These items were: My life would not change 
if I became pregnant; I think it would be fun 
to have a baby right now; I think it would be 
harder to find a future husband/wife if I had 
a baby; I think that a baby would bring my 
boy/girlfriend and me closer; I always use 
some type of contraceptive when having 
sexual intercourse; I have chosen not to be 
sexually active because I am concerned that 
I may become pregnant; I think that I would 
like to have my first child when I am ___ 
years old. 
Note. n = 91. Means for the dependent measures reflect 
sums of responses for the number of items in each subscale. 
 
 Teens’ perceived level of child-rearing 
responsibility was not significantly predicted 
by any of the future orientation variables (R2 
= .05; p = .40). Attitudes toward avoiding 
pregnancy were predicted by both a greater 
importance placed on finishing high school 
(R2 = .32; p = .052) and a greater perception 
that having a child would make it harder to 
attend college (R2 = .05; p < .001).  
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Perceptions about teen parenting was 
predicted by a greater perception that having 
a child would make it harder to attend 
college (R2 = .28; p < .001).  
Table 2: Correlations among primary 
variables 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Importance of 
finishing high 
school 
-
- 
.46 
*** 
.13 .42 
*** 
-0.9 .39 
*** 
.26* 
Intentions to 
pursue post 
high school 
completion 
 -- -0.1 .30 
** 
.03 .19 .14 
Perceived 
interference of 
pregnancy 
with high 
school 
completion 
  -- .52 
*** 
-.11 .19 .23* 
Perceived 
interference of 
pregnancy 
with college 
attendance 
   -- -.19 .53 
*** 
.52 
*** 
Child-rearing 
responsibility 
    -- -.15 .03 
Attitudes 
toward 
avoiding 
pregnancy 
     -- .36 
** 
Perceptions of 
teen parenting 
      -- 
 Analyses involving the individual items 
as dependent variables revealed that a 
stronger perception that having a child 
would make it harder to finish high school 
was significantly predictive of greater 
perceived difficulty in finding a future 
partner or spouse (R2 = .16; p < .01). 
Additionally, stronger endorsement of the 
item “I believe that having a child would 
make it harder for me to attend college” was 
significantly predictive of increased 
rejection of the idea that a baby can be a 
mechanism to bring a romantic relationship 
closer (R2 = .16; p < .01). None of the other 
individual items were predicted by the future 
orientation variables.  
Note: n=91; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
 
realistic perception of what life would be 
like after a teen pregnancy.  
 
Discussion 
 A stronger future orientation 
significantly predicted two of the individual 
items reflecting teen pregnancy attitudes and 
avoidance behaviors. The importance of 
finishing high school predicted greater 
perceived difficulty in finding a future 
partner after a teen pregnancy. Also, 
students who perceived a teen pregnancy as 
an impediment to college plans were more 
likely to reject the idea that a baby is a way 
to bring a relationship closer. Future 
orientation did not predict other outcomes 
such as contraceptive use among sexually 
active teens, chosen abstinence for fear of 
pregnancy, or age at which teens would like 
to first bear children.  
 
The purpose of this study was to explore 
whether being oriented toward the future, 
which included future plans and perceptions 
of how a teenage pregnancy would affect 
those plans, was predictive of teen 
pregnancy attitudes and intentions. 
However, none of the future orientation 
variables predicted teens’ perceptions of 
how responsible they feel that they are to be 
rearing children at this point in their lives. 
The data does indicate that the more that 
students felt that it was important to finish 
high school, the more likely they were to 
hold attitudes that they desired to avoid a 
teen pregnancy. Simply valuing high school 
completion did not significantly predict any 
of the other outcome variables. Apparently, 
the perception that a teen pregnancy would 
make it more difficult to attend college was 
more important in predicting outcome 
variables. A stronger endorsement of that 
perception significantly predicted both the 
desire to avoid teen pregnancy and a more  
 Those teens who believed that a teen 
pregnancy would impede college plans had 
more negative reactions to the thought of 
becoming pregnant as teenagers and desired 
pregnancy avoidance via contraceptives. 
They also had a more realistic understanding 
of what it would be like to manage child-
rearing as teenagers. A more realistic 
outlook was also evident through rejection 
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of ideas that may be common among more 
immature pregnant and non-pregnant teens, 
i.e., that a baby brings relationships closer. 
These findings not only reflect more 
maturity on the part of the college bound 
teens, but it appears that teens realize that a 
teen pregnancy would make it more difficult 
to attend college. In the current data, there 
also appeared to be a slight relation between 
future orientation and age. A low but 
positive correlation (.34) was found between 
age and recognizing that an early pregnancy 
would be an impediment to post-high school 
education. This suggests that cognitive and 
social maturity, typically related to age, may 
also be key variables that must be factored 
into prevention and intervention efforts with 
adolescents.  
 The challenge for those who work with 
early adolescents will perhaps be greater, in 
that during this stage of cognitive 
development, adolescents' thought processes 
and perceptions often contain egocentric 
ideas (e.g., "bad things happen to others, but 
not to me") and a lack of ability to plan for 
the future and hypothesize about 
possibilities (e.g., Steinberg, 2002). 
Interventions may need to consider 
including components that provide a 
realistic perspective of parenting in general, 
and especially of teenage parenting, as well 
as components that encourage the growth of 
hypothetical reasoning skills. Lower levels 
of abstract reasoning are likely to be related 
to increased risk-taking behaviors (Orr & 
Ingersoll, 1995). Better developed abstract 
thinking would help kids to perceive future 
possibilities, and future orientation would 
allow students to consider future options 
(Gordon, 1996). At later stages of cognitive 
development, teens may see a baby as 
competing with future career plans (Gordon, 
1996), and therefore, commit to avoiding a 
pregnancy.  
 Implications for non college-bound 
adolescents as a whole are significant, as 
they are likely to need guidance toward 
some other future orientation in order to 
increase their motivation to avoid teen 
pregnancy. In this study, concerns about 
finishing high school and that a teen 
pregnancy would make it harder to do so, 
were related only to concerns about a baby 
interfering with finding a future spouse, and 
were not related to realistic ideas about the 
burdens of child-rearing, especially at young 
ages. The challenges for sex education 
curricula are significant. Not only is 
traditional sex education limited to 
biological education, but it tends to come in 
a “one size fits all” package. Educators must 
focus on the importance of meeting the 
needs of all students, including the relatively 
large percentage of students who are not 
bound for college. It is possible that this 
group has a different perspective on the 
importance of avoiding pregnancy, may 
accept education about it differently, and is 
likely to need assistance in finding 
motivations other than college plans in order 
to avoid pregnancy. 
 Limitations of the study must also be 
addressed. Although more work is needed 
on the psychometric properties of the 
measures, the alphas were relatively 
acceptable suggesting that the items are 
reliable at a moderate to moderately-high 
level. Future research should continue to 
modify and improve these measures in an 
effort to gain a solid understanding of the 
dynamics among the variables of interest in 
this study. In this study, males and females 
did not differ overall on their future 
orientations, and were included together in 
the analyses. However, another limitation of 
this study includes the homogeneous sample 
of primarily Caucasian and female 
adolescents. More male adolescents should 
also be encouraged to participate, so that 
gender comparisons can be made with a 
larger sample. Additionally, a more direct 
consideration of the non college-bound 
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would significantly build on this study. 
Interpretations should consider these 
limitations, and future research should 
attempt to minimize or avoid these 
limitations.  
 Overall, teen pregnancy is a complicated 
social problem. It is deeply intertwined with 
poverty, and with the sexual and 
interpersonal relationships of disadvantaged 
teens. This may help to explain why short-
term programs are generally not successful 
at reducing teen pregnancy. Compounding 
the problem is that pregnancy avoidance 
programs and abstinence programs are not 
effective if the adolescents want to become 
pregnant (Gordon, 1996). It has been 
purported that a focus on future goals will 
allow postponement of sexual activity and 
by postponing sexual activity adolescents 
will be able to make better-informed 
decisions (Rossi, 1997). The current 
findings add to our understanding of 
whether or not future plans/goals contribute 
to the avoidance of teenage pregnancy, and 
the implications for school curricula and 
interventions by parents, health 
professionals, and educators are significant. 
The school counselor is one who may be in 
an ideal position to offer relevant preventive 
services. Most specifically, school 
counselors will likely benefit from this 
information by enhancing their awareness 
and understanding of issues that influence 
adolescents' decisions regarding risky sexual 
activity and their future goals and plans.  
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